This paper investigates how an integration of the concept of service into public procurement practices in universities in Ghana could lead to performance improvement. With samples drawn from procurement practitioners of public universities in Ghana, the study adopts a qualitative approach based on the constant comparative analysis of interview data; deriving categories from composite concepts. At the end of the analysis process three 'categories' emerged -procurement practice, resource integration and networking, and information support systems for procurement practitioners. A careful evaluation of these 'categories' show that whereas an integration of the concept of service dominant logic into procurement practices could improve procurement performance in public universities in Ghana, bottlenecks such as minimal resource integration and networking; inadequate information support systems; and prohibitions on customer-supplier relationship building affect performance improvement. These findings are significant because they contribute to the body of knowledge in a study area known for its paucity of empirical information.
Introduction
Researchers in services and service science suggest that to properly understand the term "service", require a new way of thinking . Service, as used in service dominant (SD) logic connotes the application of competences, knowledge, and skills for the benefit of another entity (Vargo & Lusch, 2006) . The concept is built on the premise that stakeholders form an integral part of the value-creation process; implying that value is a co-creation between the supplier and the consumer (Vargo & Lusch, 2006) . In other words, value creation involves a network of interactions by people, institutions and technology to co-produce service offerings; exchange service offerings; and co-create value (Lusch, Vargo, & Tanniru, 2010) . SD logic's service-for-service and resource-integration perspective represents a shift in thinking away from the dyadic notions of production and consumption towards the co-creation of value through complex, interactive, resource-integrating networks . The logic places emphasis on intangible, dynamic resources as inputs for co-created value (Gummesson, et al., 2010) . This viewpoint is in stark contrast with the dominant view, in which the supplier is seen as operant resource acting on the passive consumer who is considered as an operand resource (Lusch & Vargo, 2012) .
It is important to note that the role of SD logic is growing in interest within public procurement. This development is as a result of similarities of the foundational premises of SD logic with strategic procurement practices in public organizations (Dza, 2013) . For instance, just as in SD logic, it is argued that the driving force of an effective procurement system is collaboration. Thus an effective procurement system requires strong collaboration among suppliers, customers and all other participants in the value chain (Horvath, 2001) . Indeed, the issue of customer-supplier collaboration has attracted a growing body of academic research in recent times. This increased attention reflects the growing awareness of the link between effective management of such relationships and organisations' performance (Terpend et al. 2008) .) It has become imperative to foster an effective customer-supplier relationship because the lack of it leads to increases in procurement costs through multiple contracts administration; the pressure of monitoring many suppliers' performance; and the need for continuous education of suppliers on organizations' processes and requirements, among others (Mandiyambira, 2012) . The issue of collaboration is reinforced by the resource-based view (RBV), which provides theoretical support for the significance of collaborations as a solution to exploit complementary capabilities to achieve competitive advantage. The theory argues that firms seek to develop competitive advantage by building Notwithstanding the significant contribution of "service" to the global economy, studies, show that the concept has attracted little scholarly research (Bloom, 2005) . Currently, there is no known research carried out with the objective of evaluating the relationship on performance of integrating SD logic into procurement practices in Ghanaian Universities. This paper, therefore bridges the knowledge gap by successfully integrating SD logic into procurement practices in universities in Ghana, thereby contributing to the body of knowledge in a study area notable for its paucity of information.
Public Procurement in Africa
Over the years, a number of African countries requiring financial transparency, fairness, and efficiency in their procurement processes have undertaken procurement reforms. These reforms are important feature of anti-corruption effort that seeks to promote good governance through improved procurement performance (Thai, 2008) . For the reason, it has become imperative for organisations and institutions in Ghana and other African countries to put in place innovative structures that incorporate monitoring and control systems in public procurement (Wittig, 1999) . However, in some African countries, these innovative structures are hindered by challenges of national laws. For instance in Sierra Leone, the National Public Procurement Authority in its 2005 report outlined several challenges impinging the operations of the Authority. Some of them include: inadequate governmental funding, incompetent and inadequate staff, organizational and logistical limitations among others. The report suggested among other things that, the law could only achieve its objectives if there is a concerted effort by all stakeholders, backed by very firm commitment and political will and adequate budgetary support to streamline and improve public procurement procedures in that country (NPPA Annual Report, 2005) .
Procurement in the Public Sector of Ghana
In the past few decades, policy makers in Ghana did not see public procurement as contributing strategically to national growth and development. This perception changed in the late 90s when financial donors mounted pressure on the government to be more transparent in public procurement and public financial management. The pressure led to the enacted of the public procurement act, (Act 663) in 2003 (Anvuur & Kumaraswamy, 2006) . The act provides for the establishment of a public procurement board (PPB) as a legal corporate entity. Under the provisions, public entities are mandated to establish tender committees that provide guidelines for concurrent approvals, awards and management of contracts to predefined value thresholds (Ministry of Finance, 2003) . The tender committee is mandated to refer any procurement exceeding its value threshold to a tender review board. The tender review board reviews all procurement activities for compliance with the Public Procurement Authority (PPA); provides concurrent approval or otherwise of procurement referrals; hears complaints and refers unresolved issues to the board. Under the Act, all procurement contracts must be tendered on an open competitive basis, except otherwise provided for in the Act. Restricted tendering may be justifiable only on grounds of providing greater economy and efficiency and subject to the approval of the board (Ministry of Finance, 2003) .
SD Logic
SD logic represents a shift from an emphasis on the exchange of physical resources, usually tangible inert resources, to an emphasis on knowledge, skills and competences -dynamic resources that act upon other resources to create value (Vargo & Lusch, 2006) . Service in this context involves at least two entities, one applying the competences and another integrating the applied competences with other resources and determining par.ccsenet.org Public Administration Research Vol. 6, No. 2; the benefits (Normann, 2001) . SD logic draws on the proposition that value creation is a collective effort between the firm and the customer (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) . In other words, value is created when a customer interacts with the resources and capabilities provided by the relationship with the firm/supplier and other providers of resources (Lusch & Webster, 2011) . The logic suggests that it is the responsibility of firms to ensure that their value propositions appeal to stakeholders. It is also the firm's responsibility to assure that the value proposition is communicated to, and understood by the entire network of stakeholders (Lusch & Webster, 2011) .
SD logic is built on ten foundational premises (FPs) (Vargo & Lusch, 2008) . FP1 argues that the central tenet of the logic is that, service is the fundamental basis of all exchanges. The logic suggests that, all economies irrespective of the activities they engage in are service economies because they depend on the application of knowledge and competences to be productive (FP5). SD logic acknowledges that the direct service-for-service exchange is often characterized by complexities in the business environment as a result of which indirect exchange masks the fundamental basis of exchange (FP2). The process of value creation within and between service systems becomes increasingly complex as intermediaries develop. These business-related intermediaries, such as goods, money and organizations, maintain important roles in facilitating the process of exchange. In other words, goods are seen as distribution mechanisms for service provision, rather than primarily for exchange and value creation (FP3). SD logic also establishes the importance of operant resources such as knowledge and competences as the fundamental source of competitive advantage (FP4). The logic intimates that value-creating resources are not confined to the firm. Suggesting that customers, suppliers, and other stakeholders constitute operant resources and hence contribute to value creation. More broadly, SD logic contends that value is always co-created with customers and others through interactions and collaborations (FP6). Therefore, firms alone cannot create and deliver value but can only offer value propositions (FP7) and provide service as input to its realization. In essence, firms have exchange value, which when harnessed by the customer becomes value-in-use. SD logic further argues that because service is defined in terms of customer-determined benefits and co-created, it is inherently customer oriented and relational (FP8). Ultimately value is phenomenologically and contextually derived by the service beneficiary (FP10). In other words, value is not created until a beneficiary of the service, often the customer, integrates and applies the resources of the service provider with other resources, in the context of its own specific available resources (FP9).
SD Logic and Procurement Performance
Procurement performance provides a basis for an organisation to assess how well it is progressing towards achieving its predetermined objectives; identifying areas of strength and weaknesses; and deciding on future initiatives with the goal of initiating performance improvements actions (Van Weele, 2006) . To improve upon their performances firms are building long-term relationships with suppliers, and are hesitant to rely on untested suppliers. As firms emphasize collaborative relationships with key suppliers, buyer institutions are using supplier evaluations to ensure that their performance objectives are met (Prahinski & Benton, 2004) . These views are consistent with FP7 of SD logic, which explains that because firms cannot create value independently but can only offer value propositions, it is important for actors in business engagements to collaborate by sharing operant resources in order to jointly create value. Forging long-term relationships in a competitive business environment helps firms achieve superior performance by reducing cost, improving quality, and enhancing customer responsiveness (Christopher & Gaudenzi, 2009 ).
Currently, Ghana's Public Procurement Act (ACT 663) forbids the public sector from having key suppliers although research has shown that having key suppliers is important an important cost cutting measure and improves performance (Burt, et al., 2003) . Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that most firms' performance improve as a result of strong relationships built with suppliers over the years (Monczka, et al., 2002) . On relationship building, networking and resource integration, the study found that public universities in Ghana do somewhat integrate their resources to a certain extent and engage in networking within their institutions. The challenge is that these Universities being autonomous entities compete against each other for recognition especially in areas of innovation and creativity, hence has little motivation to integrate their resources and engage in networking (Dza, 2013) . Relating this to SD logic, the concept suggests that value is created through collaborative effort between firms and consumers through the process of resource integration, networking and application of competences . Therefore proper management of supply chain interfaces that connect the individual actors and exchange, and leverage knowledge across the network is essential because the strength of the relationships at the interfaces can become the basis for building organizational reputation and creating an environment more conducive for co-operation and knowledge sharing (Christopher & Gaudenzi, 2009 ).
University Education in the 21 st Century
Universities at their inception were essentially regarded as elitist institutions, open only to selected members of society (O'Brien & Deans, 1996) . However, in the present era of knowledge driven economies, the role of university education has become crucial to the overall socio-economic development of nations (Makkar, et al; . Thus universities are service providers whose rationale is to transform students' knowledge through relationships and other exchanges among students and university faculty 2007) . Public universities like other educational institutions are generally conservative, risk averse and slow in response to market needs. Traditionally universities have resisted any kind of interference from external stakeholders, especially employers and the general business community (Al-Turki, et al, 2008) . But with increasing competition on global job markets, there is a realization that either universities adapt to the changing trends or risk being out-run by others in terms of competitive advantage (Al-Turki et al., 2008) . Responding to the challenge, many universities are moving away from their hitherto rigid stance towards stakeholder engagement to a more flexible relationship. These steps have become necessary as the gap between knowledge offered by universities and knowledge and skills required on the job market is widening (Al-Turki et al., 2008) . Additionally, the rising cost of university education (Immerwahr & Johnson, 2007) means stakeholders would continue to demand value for money (Comm & Mathaisel, 2008) . Thus, universities are now under pressure to minimise operational costs and improve operational efficiency by channeling resources only into activities that create value for their customers and other stakeholders (Goldsworthy, 2008) .
Methodology
The paper adopts a qualitative approach with philosophical underpinnings from symbolic interactionism and the interpretivist paradigm. Since the information required had to be elicited from experts in the field of procurement, a non-probability sampling approach was deemed the most appropriate. The sample was drawn from procurement practitioners from public universities in Ghana. Having identified a defined group of respondents, the author proceeded with a snowball sampling method. This approach was used to identify cases of interest from participants who knew other practitioners who could provide rich information on the phenomenon under investigation (Cope, 2005) . Although this approach lacks respondents' representativeness, it is the most suitable for the issue under investigation because respondents tend to form their own unique social circles and provide rich information. Similar to most qualitative approaches, the author's use of multiple data sources for this paper led to data triangulation in areas of source, location, expertise, and position, which has addressed the potential problem of trustworthiness of research findings (Yin, 2009 ).
Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected through open-ended interviews and observations of procurement practitioners from five public universities in Ghana. All interviews were audiotape recorded under the express consent of participants. Identified concepts were built into composite concepts through constant comparative analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) . Selective coding was then used to build composite concepts into categories of description or themes. Data collection and analysis were done almost at the same time. This approach is significant as it informed the next interview and facilitated constant comparison of concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) . The constant comparative approach also enabled interview texts to be analysed line by line, with provisional themes noted, and subsequently compared with other transcripts in order to ensure consistency and identify negative cases (Goulding, 2005) . Then emerging concepts were used to classify the data separately and connections made between these concepts providing the basis for a fresh description (Dey, 1993) . After the conceptualisation phase, concepts that pertained to the same phenomenon were grouped together to form categories. At the end of the process three categories namely: procurement practice, resource integration and networking, and information support systems for practitioners emerged. The author upheld the confidentiality of respondents by using pseudonyms of 'PbU1' to 'PbU5' to represent participants and their respective universities.
Results and Discussions
The discussions of the findings based the three categories that emerged during the comparative analysis process and some researcher abstractions.
Procurement Practice
On procurement practice, practitioners intimate that all public universities are by law mandated to have a register of suppliers and prospective suppliers. However, the study revealed that not all practitioners used the register for the purpose intended. For instance whilst a section of practitioners indicate that they use the register as a database to invite prospective suppliers to bid for contracts, others explain that the supplier register is compiled par.ccsenet.org Public Administration Research Vol. 6, No. 2; in order to meet the requirements of the PPA. PbU2 explains: "we use the supplier register to invite our preferred suppliers...we have preferred suppliers because we have worked with them for some time and know their competences and shortcomings. Bringing in new suppliers tend to be problematic because of the fear that they may not deliver to our taste or standards". When asked whether having preferred suppliers is not in contravention of the public procurement law, this is the practitioner's response:
It can sometimes, but if you try bringing new suppliers, these suppliers may end up bringing problems for you. There was an instance where a supplier brought a sample of a printing work that was of very good quality. So we decided to give him a chance, and requested that he brings his list of documentations. The supplier brought the first sample of which we were not satisfied. He brought the second sample which still had quality issues. So we had to go back and start the process all over again with our preferred supplier. As you can see, this resulted not just in time being wasted, but also has financial implications for the university, and at the end of the day the procurement department is blamed for being incompetent.
Commenting on his university's position on key/preferred suppliers' status, PbU1 indicates: "the procurement law forbids public institutions from building buyer-supplier relationships therefore any institution that gives undue favour to some suppliers over others will be perpetuating an illegality". PbU1's position is affirmed by PbU5: "we have registered suppliers, but we don't have preferred ones. All we do is that, we advertise for suppliers to express interest by submitting tenders. Suppliers who meet our requirements are awarded the contract". Thus through close relationships with suppliers, institutions are willing to share risk and reward, encourage mutual planning and problem-solving efforts, and maintain the relationships over a longer period of time (Li et al., 2007) .
In relation to university/supplier value co-creation, practitioners generally agree that value results from a joint or collaborative effort between the university and supplier firms. Practitioners also corroborate the fact that supplier firms offer value propositions of which when ignored by the university would lead to no value being created. PbU2 explains: "because value is created during the exchange process, and the suppliers don't produce and consume themselves, they produce and supply so that exchange takes place and value is jointly created between the two". Practitioners explain that a supplier firm's knowledge of the university, and the quality of relationship required to gain shared access to the university's privileged resources are directly related to the quality of value propositions that the supplier firm can offer. The issue of suppliers offering value propositions receives this response from PbU1:
Suppliers are providing tangible resources fine, but these tangible resources that they are providing to us did not come by its own sake. It is this application of the same operant resources by suppliers that resulted in the production of the goods or services. So to say that they only offer operand resources, to me is an insult on their intelligence. I do agree that suppliers propose value. It is like they make the offer and the university accepts the offer, takes delivery notes indicating that you have accepted the offer. I also agree that if the university fails or refuses to accept the offer, value will not be created. My concern is for us to recognise that suppliers also make use of operant resources.
Visibly incensed by some of the provisions of the public procurement law, PbU2 explains the significance of understanding that value co-creation comes about through joint efforts and this joint effort is facilitated by the relationships among the actors of a business engagement. PbU2 reiterates her university's stance on building some form of covert relationship with some of its suppliers explaining that:
...since both parties understand that value is not created by the supplier alone, neither is it created by the customer alone. And that value is jointly created by the parties involved, this will improve the quality of goods and services provided, and could also lead to strong relationship building. Surprisingly, sometimes we make this position known to our suppliers...what if we decide not to buy your supplies or services, and no other organisation buys it? Will you get any value for your items? It is important that parties in business come to the realisation that each of them provides something special that together lead to a jointly created value.
Taking a retrospective look at the discussions on value co-creation, one is tempted to conclude that irrespective of perceived bottlenecks of the current procurement system, there is an overwhelming perception that, if universities and suppliers understand and accept that value creation is a joint effort, procurement performance will improve significantly. This is because they would strive to produce and supply their best especially in areas On the question of who determines value, whilst PbU4 suggests that "value is created by both the supplier and the university", he disagrees with the assertion that value is ultimately determined by the university, explaining that, "I think both the supplier and the university determines value because they jointly created it through their efforts and collaborations with one another". Contrary to the views of PbU4, FP10 of SD logic argues that the beneficiary always determines value. This argument stems from the fact that the value of 'everything' is experienced only when that 'thing' is accepted and put to use by the consumer/beneficiary.
Resource Integration and Networking
It is significant to acknowledge that modern competition is based on the value co-created by the entire network, from raw material extractors to end-users, through dynamic, multi-party dialogue, knowledge exchange, and utilisation of operant resources. Networks that provide end-users with better service experiences, gain perceptions of higher value-in-use, which in turn result in higher levels of collaborative value-creation behaviours such as loyalty, and further dialogue with network members (Tokman & Beitelspacher, 2011 ). Thus value is created when customers and suppliers engage in dialog and interaction during product design, production, delivery, and consumption (Yazdanparast, et al., 2010) .
University/supplier integration is the level to which a supplier firm can partner with the university to structure their inter-organisational strategies, practices, procedures, and behaviours into collaborative, synchronised, and manageable processes in order to achieve their requirements (Zhao et al., 2011) . University integration allows suppliers to access the institution's information, share knowledge, pursue joint development activities, speed up decision processes, reduce lead times, and improve performance (Narasimhan & Kim, 2002) . Such integration is critical in helping suppliers not only to acquire information about the university's requirements, but also gain a better understanding of their preferences and needs (Swink & Nair, 2007) . It is significant to understand that SD logic recognises the fact that when an institution is being supplied with products or services, these supplies enter into some form of value creating process where it is integrated with other resources to provide the flow of service (Lusch, 2011) .
According to practitioners, the rigidity of the current procurement system makes it impossible for resource sharing and networking. They argue that the public procurement law as it stands now "does not encourage supplier engagement and militates against relationship building with suppliers". PbU2 points out: "the quest for transparency and the desire to curb corrupt practices in public procurement has lead to stringent policies on procurement which I think may rather retard the improvements that we are all yearning for". Networking with partners and stakeholders has been an important business concept with many success stories in the literature. PbU5 explains:
...we all hailed the current procurement system thinking it was something great. Of course some aspects of the law are fantastic but other areas give us 'headache'. Can you imagine a procurement policy that discourages knowledge and information sharing, and networking with supplier firms on the pretext of transparency and fighting corruption? I think the intentions for such a policy might be good, but was not thought through properly.
PbU4 commenting on the issue states: "the law forbids buyer-supplier relationship, so where there is the need for interaction this must be sanctioned by the procurement committee, the entity chairperson or even the PPA. These engagements are sanctioned especially when contracts have been awarded, and there is expediting to ensure that the supplier fulfils the contract terms". When asked whether there are indeed any such prohibitions in the procurement law, PbU4 explains:
Even if it is not in the procurement law, the PPA has made it official and who are you to challenge them. Challenging the law is not the problem, but because the majority of practitioners and suppliers have come to accept it, it has become a norm and anybody that speaks against it becomes a deviant. But if you ask me now whether the current procurement system or policy or whatever you choose to call them have reduced corrupt practices in public procurement, I can boldly tell you, 'no'. par.ccsenet.org Public Administration Research Vol. 6, No. 2; Internal university integration is the degree to which the different internal functions of an institution collaborate with one another, coordinate intra-university activities and decisions strategically and form cross-functional integral relationships (Zhao, et al., 2008) . Structuring institutional activities into cooperative processes facilitate the acquisition and transfer of institutional knowledge into specific designs, processes, and final products, which in turn leads to a more connected and coordinated internal response to marketplace changes and disruptions (Flynn, et al., 2010) . Greater use of collaborative methods allow universities to reduce transaction costs, and benefit from negotiated lower prices and better delivery and warranty conditions for the procurement of many goods and services (Terzi & Posta, 2011) .
Practitioners' response to inter-departmental activities' integration vary as PbU3 explains: "We work together in order to achieve the institution's goals. The working relationship among departments is interactive as departments always call on the procurement unit anytime there is the need to procure goods or services for their departments". Responding on the same issue PbU5 explains:
Activities are well integrated in our university because the stores department liaises with procurement to get every single need of every single user department. This enhances uninterrupted flow of supplies to user departments. Sometimes there may be shortages at the departments just because the heads of department did not raise or bring a requisition to the stores for replenishment. I can say that because of the level of integration in the university among departments, we are able to identify common needs for some of the departments and this saves the university some money.
Other practitioners admitted to occasional misunderstanding among integrating departments. PbU2 explains:
Our activities are well integrated with the rest of the departments. However, some departments complain that sometimes we don't involve them in making decisions that affect them. But in actual fact, what happens is that, some heads in the user departments go out on their own and source for items without the procurement department's concern and brings the invoice to procurement insisting that that's the item they want. Of course, we can't grant them their wish since they did not follow due process.
The practitioner does not think such occasional glitches affect the smooth running of the university arguing; "this is a one-off thing. It doesn't happen all the time, and like all human establishments there are bound to be occasional hitches here and there. When they happen we look for solutions and try to prevent their reoccurrence".
Regarding the question of whether the procurement department is part of a network of universities that collaborates by pulling resources together in order to have good deals from suppliers, PbU3 responds: "I think you're talking about purchasing consortia. These arrangements are foreign to us. So at the moment we have nothing like that, maybe they'll come up in future as we continue to develop our procurement systems". PbU5 intimates that under the current public procurement system, every university is a separate entity with well laid down structures for procuring. PbU5 explains further:
Every entity has a head, which is the head of the university. The head of entity together with the procurement committee have been given legitimate authority to procure goods and services. So to me, forming buying consortia with other universities for the sake of having a good bargaining power and also benefiting from quantity discounts will amount to perpetuating an illegality. I think the procurement law does not give us that leverage, and each individual university must act based on its needs and priorities.
Responding to the issue of resource sharing among universities, PbU1 explains:
I'll say there isn't any formal resource sharing between my university and others. What I can say is that sometimes the PPA organises workshops and seminars for procurement staff. During such encounters, ideas and experiences of procurement professionals are discussed and shared. The problem with these meetings is that they seldom happen.
The practitioner explains that in these workshops new ideas are shared between resource persons and practitioners from various public institutions. PbU5 on his part expresses dissatisfaction about the fact that public universities are being run on grounds that they are self sufficient because of their autonomous status. "No university wants to collaborate in terms of sharing resources with another. The heads of the universities want to claim credit for being the first to introduce one innovation or another". Asked why other universities knowing that their counterpart(s) have come out with some innovations will not approach them to discuss the possibility par.ccsenet.org Public Administration Research Vol. 6, No. 2; of collaborating and sharing each other's distinct resources for their mutual benefit, PbU5 explains:
I think this attitude is endemic in the Ghanaian society. We think by sharing our knowledge and experiences others will have access to what used to be our monopoly. Frankly, I've not seen any university approach us to discuss issues on collaboration or resource sharing for our mutual benefits. But I think our university is also guilty as we've not made any effort to reach out to other universities. This may sound ridiculous, but the only things we share are our academic gowns during students' matriculation and congregation.
PbU2 although acknowledges the significance of resource sharing and networking does not see anything wrong with the current practice where universities stick to the resources they have and use them for their own benefit. The practitioner explains:
All public universities are autonomous entities, and are all given government subventions periodically. I think it is incumbent on the universities to be creative and innovative and come out with credible ideas that will move their universities forward. The ability to do this shows leadership and the ability to think outside the box. I don't think Ghanaian universities are hostile towards each other. There is a friendly relationship among all universities. We sometimes share ideas, but ultimately it is the university itself which must be responsible and chart the path it wants to follow.
The issue of resource sharing is an important concept of SD logic. Indeed FP 9 points out that all social and economic actors are resource integrators because value co-creation results from networks of collaborative relationships where one unique resource is exchanged for another. FP1 stipulates that the application of operant resources -knowledge, skills, technology, competences are the fundamental basis of exchange, and that service is exchanged for service. This assertion is supported by FP5, which argues that all economies irrespective of the activities they engage in are service economies because they depend on the application of operant resources to be productive (Vargo & Lusch, 2008) . Practitioners' views on inter university resource sharing and networking is in contrast with SD logic. Indeed SD logic argues that, institutions need high quality relationships with their network partners to work in a collaborative manner to co-create superior value by utilising shared resources (Richey, et al., 2010) . The survival and growth of institutions are therefore largely dependent on the ability to secure critical resources from network partners (Casciaro & Piskorski, 2005) . Barney et al., (2001) suggest that the growing need for greater effectiveness in business operations has forced more institutions to engage in partnerships leading to increased dependence on each other's resources and capabilities.
Information Support Systems
The application of information support systems to facilitate the procurement integration process is an important issue that continues to receive managerial and academic attention (Quesada & Gonzalez, 2010) . Information systems technologies comprise of applications such as electronic data interchange (EDI), inter-organisational systems, e-sourcing, e-procurement, enterprise resource planning (ERP), among others (Dedrick et al., 2008) . Among these applications, e-procurement functions are particularly important due to the fact that procurement is one of the most critical functions of supply networks (Quesada & Gonzalez, 2010) . To this effect, the adoption of e-procurement systems may assist institutions to be transparent and efficient, reduce cost, enhance better decision-making, improve supplier performance monitoring, and improve quality of services to customers (Neupane, et al., 2012) .
Regarding the use of information support systems in public procurement, practitioners indicate that their respective universities do not use any information support systems in their procurement activities. They acknowledge that they have internet access which they sometimes use to relay information to suppliers already on contracts with them. PbU1 explains: "although our internet is not that reliable, sometimes we are able to use it to send information to suppliers or to enquire about how an existing contract is being executed". The practitioner complains that because most suppliers do not have internet access, they mostly rely on the telephone to communicate with them. When asked about his knowledge of e-procurement, PbU1 responds: "I know or at least have read that it is a system of procurement where the internet is used in carrying out procurement functions such as e-sourcing, e-tendering, e-ordering, and many more". When questioned on whether the university currently implements any e-procurement systems, PbU1 explains: "as far as I'm concerned, there is no policy directive from the PPA on e-procurement, so I think it will be inappropriate or even illegal to use the system". The practitioner hints that he was reliably informed that the PPA was working towards introducing a bill that would allow public institutions to use e-procurement. Addressing questions on the use of EDI, PbU1 explains:
as to order for replenishments when stock levels reach certain points. The EDI will help avert the problem of occasional stock-outs because we are connected to our key suppliers they will be prompted anytime there is the need to supply goods or services.
When asked whether having key suppliers would not amount to violating the current procurement law, PbU1 who appears confused says: "maybe the EDI is best suited for the private sector". PbU3 explaining the significance of information support systems for procurement indicates that although e-procurement is not being practiced in universities at the moment, he is optimistic that in due course most public institutions would use the concept.
Commenting on how the application of e-procurement can improve procurement performance in the university, PbU3 explains: "you see, for now everything is done manually. ....you have to advertise for suppliers to submit their tenders, and then you evaluate and make a decision. This process involves lots of paper work and it's time consuming too. With e-procurement, I think the university will save cost, and also exercise a higher degree of flexibility". Regarding the use of the EDI, the practitioner argues that because it involves the supplier and the university or customer, it may not be allowed in public universities. The practitioner explains:
To use the EDI, there must be some relationship between the university and suppliers. This is because the supplier should have access to the university's EDI system in order to ascertain inventory levels, and also to be privy to the university's needs. I don't think this can work under our current procurement system.
PbU5 intimates that at the moment his university does not use e-procurement systems, and does not think there are plans to roll-out the system. The practitioner argues that: "we take directives from the PPA on such matters. It is impossible to implement e-procurement without the authorisation of the PPA. So even though our university may wish to introduce e-procurement, we have to wait until there is a legislation or policy mandating us to engage in the practice". In relation to the use of the EDI to facilitate and improve procurement performance, PbU5 expresses optimism that perhaps in future there would be amendments to the current procurement law to enable the incorporation the use of technology in public procurement. PbU5 points out: PbU4 is of the view that introducing technology into the procurement function will reduce corrupt practices whilst increasing efficiency and saving cost. The practitioner who seems to understand the operations of e-procurement systems explains:
Applying e-procurement systems such as e-sourcing, e-tendering, e-ordering, and e-exchange bring lots of flexibility to the procurement function. I believe these can easily be implemented in our public universities because the principal resource required to implement e-procurement is the internet. At the moment, I know for a fact that all public universities have internet connectivity. The only challenge that I foresee is the situation where local supplier firms don't have access to the internet or have no websites for their businesses.
The practitioner points out that with the current global business environment; it would be difficult to engage business actors from other countries if the nation fails to meet basic technological requirements like e-procurement. He reiterates the fact that: "the technological wind is blowing and Ghana cannot afford to be left behind. I'm very certain e-procurement would be introduced in public universities sooner than later".
The contributions of the internet to e-procurement cannot be overemphasized. E-procurement processes have been transformed by the integration of the internet and supply networks. Web-based information flow between firms has increased the importance of such integration to create effective supply networks (Johnson & Whang, 2002) . Currently suppliers and customers no longer work in isolation and as independent entities as they have become more integrated with information systems providing the platform for integrated supply networks (Monczka, et al, 2002) . Indeed, researchers are optimistic on the level of savings that can be achieved through full implementation of e-procurement strategies such as: EDI, ERP, and inter-organisation systems among others (Aboelmaged, 2010) .
Conclusion
The study has revealed that a proper integration of SD logic into public procurement practices could lead to performance improvement. This is possible because a strong and long-term relationship between universities and firms result in a better understanding of the needs of each other. This implies that firms are able to make value propositions that suit universities' needs. In other words, a strong collaboration between actors in a business engagement culminates into performance improvement as both parties strive to fulfill their obligations for their mutual benefit. This position is consistent with FP6 and FP7 of SD logic, which argue that value-creating resources are not confined to the firm. Suggesting that customers, supplier firms, and other stakeholders par.ccsenet.org Public Administration Research Vol. 6, No. 2; collaborate to create value. Thus, the logic asserts that value is co-created with institutions and firms through strong relationships and collaborations. However, the FPs contrast current procurement practices in Ghana as prohibitions are placed on customer-supplier relationship building and management, meaning that there is the tendency suppliers' may not make quality value propositions resulting in fallen performance standards.
In relation to resource integration and networking, it is significant to stress that, this has become the hallmark of most modern businesses. Businesses integrate their resources and network with others in order to benefit from each other's unique capabilities. This is important because although all parties to business engagements possess some kind of unique resources, the uniqueness of each party's resources mean there is the need to exchange one unique service for another unique service. It is therefore essential that organizations integrate their resources and network with others in order to share each other's unique resources. SD logic's position on resource integration and networking as spelt out in FP9 suggests that all social and economic actors are resource integrators because value co-creation results from networks of collaborative relationships where one unique resource is exchanged for another. Exchanging one unique resource for another enables parties to have access to complementary resources to better deliver quality value propositions leading to improvements in outputs. Conversely, because all universities are independent procurement entities with specified thresholds, varied vision and policy directions, there exist minimal levels of resource integration and networking.
On the issue of availability and application of information support systems for public procurement, the study revealed that the lack of procurement technologies is further compounded by policies that make their adoption almost impossible. Technologies such as EDI, ERP, inter-organisational systems, cannot be used in the public sector because conditions under which they can be used among others involve relationship building, networking, resource integration and information sharing, which the current procurement system does not support. The fact that the use of these procurement technologies may lead to improved transparency and efficiency, reduce costs, enhance better decision-making, improve supplier performance monitoring, and the quality of services to customers mean that neglecting their usage may negatively affect procurement performance in Ghanaian universities.
